l6
Part 1 The Field ~----------Fifty years later, in the midst of our own so-called age of connectivity, the insight seems remarkably prescient. In Baldwin's mind, our aversion to aloneness has to do with the way the condition can paralyze action:
There are, forever, swamps to be drained, cities to be created, mines to be exploited, children to be fed. None of these things can be done alone. But the conquest of the physical world is not man's only duty. He is also enjoined to conquer the great wilderness of himsel( The precise role of the artist, then, is to illuminate that darkness, blaze roads through that vast forest, so that we will not, in all our doing, lose sight of its purpose, which is, after all, to make the world a more human dwelling place.
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For Baldwin, the artist is a figure to be distinguished from all other responsible actors in society, an "incorrigible disturber of the peace ," who trades chiefly in intimate knowledge of the human condition, which is to say, knowledge that most of us would rather not know. His essay presses uncomfortably on this point, on the fact that there is a great deal that we do not wish to know, and that the chief matter that we wish to remain ignorant of is knowledge of ourselves. He writes: "the barrier between oneself and one's knowledge of oneself is high indeed." Baldwin's argument here is that society itself creates a bulwark against this most intimate information. We are social creatures because facing the strangeness inside ourselves is simply too frightening. The artist, on the other hand, dares to tarry with these interior forces that menace our . . precanous secunty.
Baldwin's essay could be read as an old-fashioned grandiloquent portrait of the artist as a melancholy figure who is perpetually at odds with society. Contemporary readers might be suspicious of such a vision, in part, because we have rightly become skeptical of the mythos of individuality. Baldwin is not defending this particular mythos. But on 2 James Baldwin, .. The Creative Process," originally printed in C,:,eativeAme:rica and reprinted in Baldwin, Co'l2eetedEssays,  What if, as a fundamental fact of human subjectivity, each one ofus was inhabited by a strange otherness? And what if the ability to tolerate this uncomfortable condition was a kind of necessary prerequisite upon which the common public world depended? And further, what if, in our current political epoch, so thoroughly dominated by neoliberal forms of rationality that find this incalculable otherness indigestible, the capacity for aloneness was more significant than ever before? However counterintuitive it might seem, Baldwin is proposing exactly this: tarrying with the state of being alone-and by extension, with those aspects of being human that most of us would rather not face-is what makes the artist among the most potent of political actors.
To cast this slightly differently, Baldwin is defining and defending something we might call pol£tical interiority . In another age, we might have simply called it the soul of the citizen This is not a particularly fashionable topic today, but it is worth remembering that, once upon a time, every major political theory sought to address both aspects of human life: the external and the internal. Aristotle claimed, for instance, that in order for the polis to survive and thrive, it required that members of the city-state have adequate material goods, but also that it nurture the psyche. For a more recent example, consider Steve Biko, one of the leading political voices in South Africa during the apartheid years. Under the magnificent pseudonym Frank Talk, Biko articulated an "inward looking process" he called Black Consciousness. Its "first truth" was "to make black man come to himself; to pump life back into 
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his empty shell; to infuse him with pride and dignity; to remind him of his complicity in the crime of allowing himself to be misused."
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Civil resistance movements can be distinguished by this characteristic address to political interiority. Such appeals have the effect of exposing the gap between justice and the law. In his pivotal essay "On Civil Disobedience," for instance, Henry David Thoreau reflects on "the foolishness of that institution which treated me as if I were mere flesh and blood and bones."
5 The State, as Thoreau called it, may have an exquisite repertoire of techniques to assault and discipline the body, but it always fails to address the human being's inner "sense."
Thoreau drew his reflections from a night spent in prison, and perhaps it is worth noting just how much of this tradition of political thought overlaps with the genre of prison literature. If the experience does not destroy the mind, the solitude that prison imposes can induce a dialogue with the self. Or in Baldwin's terms, the imposition of aloneness can necessitate a tarrying with the great wilderness inside.
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Consider that other incorrigible disturber of the peace, Dr. Martin Luther King,Jr., and the singular defense of human dignity that he managed to fashion in his "Letter from Birmingham City Jail." As King himself concedes, the letter would have been much shorter had he been writing from a comfortable desk: "what else is there to do when you are alone for days in the dull monotony of a narrow jail cell other than write long letters, think strange thoughts, and pray long prayers ?" 7 There is a notable kinship between artists and the great political leaders on this point: both are able to wander in the great wilderness of the self, to eke out sustenance from the state of being alone.
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Critique of Judgement on the other).
8 But these entrenched arguments have a way of predetermining the route that one takes through this particular terrain. Baldwin's nimble lead takes us to other, less-traveled paths, alternate routes that nevertheless have their own beacons blazing in the dark.
Let's call one of these routes "The Path of Two Worlds." In Baldwin's mind, a great part of the artist's responsibility is to never cease fighting with the society of which he or she is a part. Later he frames this as a lover's quarrel, but he initially suggests that the battle has to do with the fact that society, by its nature, can only acknowledge the manifest world: "Society must accept some things as real," he writes. "One cannot possibly build a school, teach a child, or drive a car without taking some things for granted." But the artist's primary responsibility lies elsewhere. He or she must nurture the belief that "visible reality hides a deeper one, and that all our action and achievement rest on things unseen."
9 The artist is charged with this duty-for her own sake, but also for the sake of society-to tend this deeper reality, to nurture a vision of another world, a world that is sustained only by the imagination, one which the artist often cannot stop herself from creating.
The enclosed space of the studio often serves as the primary stage for this imaginary exercise. The studio is, of course, an enduring topos in the history of art. In her recent series J 00 Days of Solitude, the Palestinian has barely left her studio in Gaza in two years . It is a self-imposed isolation, but one that draws into sharp relief the devastating situation of the larger territory. Badwan's room is less than one hundred square feet; she has just one window and one light bulb. In this tiny space, she creates strikingly colorful photographic portraits that effectively screen out the grey desolation outside: the vast tracks of urban ruin caused by the ongoing air wars with Israel, the poverty and suffering imposed by the blockade, and the increasingly militant religious environment demanded by Hamas. As Badwan puts it: "I feel I'm not living here. The project made new windows for me." 11 The intimate photographic interiors have been compared to the Renaissance masters , but they are perhaps more reminiscent ofYinka Shonibare's playful engagements with character and identity -the way they hint at (if they don't quite provide) a narrative. Badwan's willingness to tarry with solitude epitomizes Baldwin's insight that blazing a trail through the wilderness of the self can, at times, be the only means to retain a vision of the world as a human dwelling place.
The staunchest of critics might dismiss such efforts as a consolatory retreat from a devastating reality. What effect does nurturing imaginary worlds have on the ordinary conditions of human existence? At its best , isn't this just a species of heroic optimism, and at its worst, wishful thinking?
The same charge could be levelled at social justice movements. Thoreau's aforementioned essay-a staple in political science curricula-ends with this unforgettable exercise in imagining:
I please myself with imagining a State at least which can afford to be just to all men, and to treat the individual with respect as a neighbor; which even would not think it inconsistent with its own repose if a few were to live aloof from it, not meddling with it, nor embraced by it, who fulfill all the duties of neighbors and fell ow men. Thoreau is but one in a long list of thinkers whose political practice rests on nurturing a vision of an alternate reality. This is the principle that lies at the heart of civil resistance: a steely commitment to a deeper reality, an unshakable adherence to the idea that another, better world is possible . This is one of the lessons that Creative America can still offer us, or at least this is the memory that the book retains for me: the idea that there is a delicate kinship between artistic and political practice, a kinship that rests on the quixotic fact that "the truth about us is always at variance with what we wish it to be," as Baldwin sagely observes. "The human effort is to bring these two realities into a relationship resembling reconciliation."
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Let me conclude with a series of images that epitomize, for me, the nature of this "human effort." The photographs were made by Eve Arnold in 1960. The sequence did not make it into Creative Amen·ca, although I am tempted, now, to make the case that they should have been included. The great majority of the images in the book are attributed to Arnold, who joined Magnum in the 1950s. She frequently blurred the genres of documentary and portraiture, and she is perhaps best known for her unparalleled portraits of Marilyn Monroe (a body of work that puts pressure on the idea that the authorship of images belongs to their maker rather than their subject). But in 1960, she was in Petersburg, Virginia, covering civil resistance training. The young woman at the center of this series is Priscilla Washington, a twenty-year-old biology major who was attending Virginia State College at the time. For Arnold, the training sessions must have seemed uncannily similar to the more familiar form of stagecraft that she often photographed. Here protestors act out a scene from a lunch-counter sit-in, complete with mock harassment from patrons .
There is so much to say about this remarkable sequence of photographs , but to my eyes, they stand as vivid reminders of the human effort-the sheer force of creativity-that is required to bring two realities into a relationship resembling reconciliation. The political actors are all too aware of the strange way in which their "very presence is said to be bad," according to Jim Wood, Chairman of the Political Action Committee , who was the speaker at that meeting in Virginia in 1960. "The fact that you can't eat at the lunch counter is a device, a reminder that you're inferior," he points out. "We have to find a device that will change these things."
For Jim Wood, Priscilla Washington, and scores of others, the device of change is a form of political stagecraft known as civil resistance. Its lessons are worth remembering in our own troubled times. For Eve Arnold, Nidaa Badwan, and for many other artists, the device is photography. But what ever the tool, these incorrigible disturbers of the peace teach us, over and over, that our common public world is a manufactured one , that nothing under the sun is stable, least of all ourselves. Their courage to tarry with this disquieting fact makes for a more human dwelling place.
